New Mexico Quarterly
Volume 8 | Issue 3

Article 11

1938

These Trees, This Grass
Curtis Martin

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq
Recommended Citation
Martin, Curtis. "These Trees, This Grass." New Mexico Quarterly 8, 3 (1938). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol8/iss3/11

This Contents is brought to you for free and open access by the University of New Mexico Press at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in New Mexico Quarterly by an authorized editor of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact disc@unm.edu.

Martin: These Trees, This Grass

These Trees, This Grass
By CURTIS MARTIN
ARTHUR Ross

across the campus in the gathering twilight. As
I walked I reflected that this would be one of the last
times I would see this campus I had trampled for four years.
The sun had sunk and a bank of clouds in the west was one
huge yellow flame. I looked out through the branches of the
pine trees toward the flame. "There should be some emotion
in me," I thought. "I should fe~l something. This is my' ,
campus. This is my college. This is my Alma Mater. Here
my life has changed, struck a dividing line and turned along)
the road it will follow in the future. Here I first fell in love.
Here I first felt pain and hurt from a girl I loved. Beyond
that bunch of shrubbery I first knew, a woman, Helen. Here
I Was first shocked by. finding out that all was not right in~
the world; that the world was not my oyste~ for the opening.
This place should mean something to me. I should feel
something in common with these trees, this grass. But I
don't. There must be something wrong with me. My Alma
Mater means nothing to me. I won't be sorry -w;hen I leave' ,
it. I won't care to come back to it. It hasn't re'lly touched
me. What I have done here hasn't been life. It has been
merely playing at life, and I will forget it as dUickly as I
forget the lines of the plays in which I act."
I went on across the campus in the gathering dusk. On
the far side I stopped and looked back across the lawn, then
up through the trees at the night sky. A singl~ sta~ shone in
the heavens directly above me.'

I

WENT

"

l

NORMAN SMITH

,$

I never did give a damn about fraternities and that sort,
of stuff. I wouldn't have joined one if they had asked me to, .
because I wouldn't ~sta'nd for all that paddling and secret'
[ 181 ]
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stuff that they have. I could have joined two or three of
them if I had wanted to, but I didn't think that it was worth
, it. I mean for what you pay in, you don't get enough in
return. I used to say -to the other guys around the Dorm:
"Why 'the hell should we pay those gu~ys to paddle us ? We
- can paddle each other free. Ha. Ha." That used to get a big
laugh around the Dorm. As for dancing and that sort of
stuff we had our own lobby downstairs and could dance th~re
or in the lobby of the girl's Dorm, which was even larger.
There was a good piano in the girl's Dorm and there was
always somebody around who could play "Si;llitude", or some. ,1\.~
· l'k
t h lng
letha t . '
If we wanted to throw a really big affEiir there was the
ballroom in the Student Union Building. .W f} had, just as
much right to use it as any of:the fraternities had, and maybe
more right. We used to us~ it once in' awhile, too., let me
tell you. I remember one dance we ~had there. It was jn
October. "The Harvest, Dapce" we called it. We had the
place beautifully decorated. ,..s We had shocks of corn standing
in the corners and arranged about the roo~. Nestled around
each shock of corn we had some big, orange-colored pumpkins
that Holley Jones and I swiped from a field out east of town.
We had wheat straw woven into ropes and 'draped from the
ceiling and hung on the walls. I tell you it looked nice the
way we had it fixed with the lights dim and the golden ropes
of grain, and the shocks of corn surrounded by orange
pumpkins.
I took Martha Storm to that dance. She wore a kind
of transparent blue net dress, I guess you'd call it, and had
a kind of diamond star at the front where the V went down
between her breasts. She was a honey all right. She was
the best-looking girl at the dance, and you don't have to take
my word for it. The other guys all said so, too.
I filled her book for every other dance, and the guys
were sure sore at me about it. I can remember yet how she
looked in that thin blue dress in the pale light of that
golden harvest scene.>' She had coal-l;Jlack hair and a milkI
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white skin. I remember the way the lights shon~ in her eyes
when we danced. But the best part of the whole night was
the way I made that freshman scram when I cut in on him.
He was dancing with Martha, and I went up and tapped him
on the shoulder. H'e was a big guy, over six feet, and played.
center on the frosh football team. When I tapped him, he
looked around' at me and said that he wasn't cutting. I
looked at him. "You're a frosh, ain't you ?!' I said, keeping
my voice low, but putting plenty of power into it. "Why,
yes," he said, getting the idea. I put my -hand on his
shoulder and gave him
. a steady..shove. "One side, Frosh," I
said, "or I'll have to get the paddle and work on you when
we get back to the Dorm." He stepped away lively then. I'd
let him know his place. These frosh always forget that
there are traditions and customs to be carried on around any
college that's worth its salt. ~artha looked'at me with her
big eyes, and we finished the dance. I guess that was one
night I was pretty Close to heaven.
."

.

,

GEORGE HARDIN

Virginia Woodrow wasn't good looking. When she was
a freshman she was awkward and ill at ease. But during the
next three years she learned to be sure of herself and learned '
how to walk well, her feet close together, and without throwing her hips all over the place. She wore thic~lensed
glasses, and that was one thing that she couldn't do 1Duch
about because she could barely see without them. She went
to good beauty parlors and had her hair done up'in ~ascinat
ing coils about her head, and she had a smooth, clean skin.
She was just like I 'said, not good-looking, but she eould get
by. And she was smart.
Probably that was what had spoiled everything for
her, being smart. When she was a frosh her smartness was
her only asset, and she used it flagrantly. She flung her
brilliance in the face of every boy and girl she met. She
\ didn't do it to brag; she did it merely because of her inferiority complex and from the fear that no one would see that she ·
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did have one good point. But she got to be known as that
kind of a gJrl. And nowhere is a person cast into a firmer
mold than the prison of reputation in college. It even works
as far as grades are concerned. If you get classed as a C
student by a professor, it takes a super-man to break out
of that classification. If you luckily are cast as an A s~udent,
you can loaf the rest of your college career and make even
the better honorary frats:
Virginia made her prison whclt--she was a frosh~and she
was stuck in it for the next three years. I had known her a
little in high school. She and I were from the same small
town. I saw her on the campus a ~ew times when she was a
frosh, and talked to her a little, but the thought of dating
her never entered my mind.
One evening in May, during Virginia's third year at
school, I was crossing the campus and met her. We were
alone and stopped to say hello. I couldn:t think of anything
to say except to ask her about her folks back home, and tell
her the news I had of the doings there. But she didn't want
to talk about home. She had the attitude about small home
towns that people get when they're not appreciated at home..
It was a lovely evening. The sun had just gone behind
the volcanoes, and the thin clouds near the horizon were
crimson, shading away to a wonderfully deep purple high in
the sky. There was a CQol evening breeze that rustled the
heavy leaves on the trees. Virginia was wearing a yellow
kerchief about her shoulders. I noticed the way her legs
looked through the thin hose she was wearing. We started
off across the lawn.
We got to talking and remembering things we had done
in high school; things like parties we had both attended,
although, to tell the truth, I can't remember her being at
any of them. She told me what good times she ~had had at
some of those parties, then the first thing I knew she was
crying; not actually weeping, but there were tears in her
eyes.
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Naturally, I tr.ied to comfort her. At first I was
'angry as hell at her for trying to pull that sob stuff on me,
but looking at her wet eyes I saw that they were a very deep
blue. I patted her. shoulder and her flesh was surprisingly
soft. Seeing her' wet eyes and feeling her flesh that way,
made me feel differently about her. I cheered her up and
took her to the Pig Stand for a cup of coffee before we went
to her Dorm. Someway or other I got a date with her before
I left.
I began taking her to dances and around. Before I
knew it she was so' popular that I was having a hard time
getting a date with her. When I realized what was happening, I was pretty upset. I decided' to do something about
. it. The next time I was alone with her I asked her to marry
me, and she actually stalled before she said yes.
But she married a young fellow back
home that summer.
•
I haven't seen her since, but sometimes I think about the way
she used to be, and' about the way she changed after that
evening in May on the campus.
\\

NATHAN POLLARD

I had known Curly Smith for over three years. I considered him to be one of the m~st intelligent fellows around
the camnus. I had been in $everal. classes with him and he
ranked near the top in every one of them. He seemed to
have as much good, common sense as anyone I knew.
One morning he and I were coming along a cold, windy
street on our way home from the dairy where we both
worked. A black cat ran across' the street in front of us
and stopped on the opposite sidewal~ to watch us. i picked
up a rock to throw at it, and kept on walking. Curlystopped
and I waited for him. He didn't advance, so I glanced back.
"What's wrong?" I said.
"Didn't you see that black cat1"
"Sure."
"I won't cross its path. Let's go 'around the block.."
"Don't be a damned fool," I said, beginning to laugh.
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"My father's been sick for three weekS. Bad. I won't.
take a chance by crossing "that cat's path."
I looked at him to see if he were putting on an act. He
wasn't.
RONALD HOTCHKISS
Lucin~

Allen was probably the best-looking girl in
school. She had chestnut-colored hair which she wore
combed straight back and rolled into a soft tope-like affair
low on her neck. When she walked her hair swung with her
movements and glinted wonderfully in the sunlight. But
maybe it wasn't her good looks that attracted all of us to her.
It was her personality more than her looks, I expect. She
had a lovely smile and she always knew you when she saw
you. She wasn't like most of the girls who knew you only
if you were a big shot or had plenty of money. She smiled
at all of us and treated us all as equals.
I don't blame Professor Hughes for marrying her. He
really got something when he got her. In more ways than
one, I mean. Hughes was a young professor, teaching his.
first 'year on the campus. ·He fell in love with Lucille and
married her in the spring of her senior year. None of us
felt bitter toward him. No, it wasn't that.. But we did
feel that we had lost something. It was the kind of loss that
brought all of us, who had known her, closer together and
caused us to feel warmer toward each other, the way you
feel toward a close friend whose wife has died in her youth..
When we met Lucille after her marriage (she remained
in school to finish work on her degree) she still smiled at -q.s,
but it wasn't the same as before. She was changed. She
and I were both in Philosophy 168, and one day in class I
sat looking at her, thinking.' I glanced up and John Barton
was looking directly at me. We both looked away quickly,
because he had seen in my eyes what I had been thinking.
I had been thinking: Lucille isn't a virgi·n any long~r.
I

0,.

j
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JOE HEMPHILL

Fred Manachelli lived in a little room above the one-stop
filling station just across the street from the gym. He
work~d seven hours"a day wiping windshields, checking oil
and putting gas in tanks. For this work he received his
room and five dollars a week. He" had to ,live'on that five
dollars. He had run away frorP., home to go to college,
alln forms of education and'
because his father was against
had once been iIi jail for failing to send Fred to 'grade school.
The father had come from Italy and landed in ,New York
City with twenty dollars in his pocket. He had gone to work'
in the Pennsylvania coal mines, saved his money, then come
West and invested in a tiny, one-room grocery store. Fifteen
years later he was rich. He claimed that since' he had no
education and had been successful his son needed no education, for Christ's sake. Fred's mother, on the other hand,
was stealing money from the cash register in her husband's
huge grocery store, and sending it to Fred so that he could
pay his tuition and buy a few clothes.
Tom Hyning and I used to loaf, taking in the sun, in
front of the filling station. We saw Fred at work. He really
went through hell, working alone at the busy station for
seven hours a day, then crawling up the narrow stairs to his
,room and studying for another seven hours, then going to
town about two in the morning to get something to eat. He
wanted to be a lawyer, and that's the way some men get to be
lawyers.
I was study·ing law too, but not the hard way. MyoId
man didn't have half what Fred's father had, but he was
kicking in plenty for me to get by on. °1 was in the class just
a year behind Fred's. I was in the chapel the night Fred
took his degree. None of his relatives were there to see him.
When he came down off the platform, I went up and ~hook
hands with him. Because I felt sorry for him, I asked him
to go to town with me and celebrate the occasion of his
graduation. He didn't want ,to go at'firstkbut I kept urging
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him and finally he said all right. We went Olver to his room
so that he could change clothes. While he was changing, I
sat and looked about the little room. He noticed me' and
said: "Joe, tonight I'm through with this place. ~'ve spent
six yearS' here; winter and summer. But now I'm through .
with it." He looked around and a light came into his black
eyes.
.
We went outside and got into my car. It was an old
wreck of a Ford that I had picked up on a used car lot the
week before. Down town we began to make a night of it.
It took 'me some time to get Fred into the spirit of .things
but after awhile he began doing all right by himself in the
way of a celebration. 1 did even better tl].an he did.
It was four o'clock in the morning when we came out of
that last beer joint. The morning wind was just getting up "
in the empty street. A street sweeper came by and blew so
much dust in my face that I wanted to fight its driver, but
Fred got me into the car and I got it started and turned its
nose up the hill toward s,chool.
There were no curtains on the car and the wind was
cold as hell. There wasn't anything in sight up the long
empty street, so I huddled down over the wheel and let the
car find its own way toward home.
I didn't see the damned sweeper until we were on top
of it. I stomped on the brakes but they were useless on that
old wreck. I jerked the steering wheel an instant before
we struck, and the car slewed half head-on into the heaVy
sweeper. When the noise was over and I had come to rest
in the crack between the steering wheel and the seat, I looked
up. The top of the car was gone and I could see that it was
beginning to get daylight. There was a sheen of morning
across the sky. I lay there, not thinking, hoping I would
never have to move again. Then this guy looked in at me,
and begaI(pulling me out.
Fred lay on the black asphalt. There was a sliver of
glass an inch wide sticking- cleanly through his throat. It
had cut his wind pipe and jugular as neatly as an arrow.
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JOHN RUSSELL

Thomas Manders was forty-three years old. I watched
him as we sat on the platform under the trees. Prexy was
speaking about the things that needed to be done in the
world, and the opportunities that we, the present graduating
class, would have of doing them•. It was a bright day in
early June. The sky was as clear as glass and empty of
clouds. The pig' l~aves hung heavily on the trees above us,
full of the juices of life.
Manders had his head turned to one side like a listening
dog. His eyes were on Prexy's back. Prexy) voice rolled.
sonorously over the hoj;, mildly attentive audience that had
gathered to see us take our degrees. Manders kept looking
fixedly at Prexy's back, his eyes almost glazed. I noticed that
the hair was thin on the top of Manders' head and over his
. ~emples it was gray. I remembered the class In geology in
which he and I had sat side by side.' He had been hard put
to make a passing grade in the course. I had heard from
others that he had' a hard time in every course that he took,
barely passing most of them.
On the campus he wore neatly polished shoes and carefully brushed clothes, but-they wer~ generally w,eiI~marked
with patches. He lived in a ~oom above a private garage two miles from the college, to and from which he walked
twice a day. Besides going to school he worked six hours a
day in a laundry, and wrote a long daily column for the
campus paper called Tfte Bright Now.
.
He was ahead of me in the line as we passed the president and were handed our sheepskins. When I came down
off the platform and walked across the hot, dry lawn toward
the dormitory, I saw Manders sta:n,.ding alone in a sheltered
corner of the hedge. I stopped and watched him. He was
staring at his diploma as if he were reading the words
printed on it. Then he folded it carefully and began neatly
and methodically tearing it into narrow strips.
.

.

.
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